[The concept of cellular immortality, a myth or a reality. Example of "immortalized" articular chondrocytes].
The concept of cellular immortality, which arose from the historical studies of A. Carrel, is getting a new start with the progress of virology. However, the definition of cell immortalization is still ambiguous. Although scientists agree that cells regarded as immortal have acquired an infinite growth capacity, the relationship of this change with the first stages of transformation is difficult to clearly define. Immortalized cell lines have already been obtained from numerous cell types by using viral infection or transfection with viral and cellular genes. Immortalization of cells is interesting for three main reasons: it permits study of the steps in progression to transformation, allows establishment of cell lines for producing biological products, and permits various cell types to maintain a part of their differentiated functions. For example, hypothalamic neurosecretory cells, macrophages, astrocytes and intestinal epithelial cells have been immortalized and these lines can be used for understanding the balance between division and differentiation, and also for pharmacotoxicological studies. In our laboratory, we immortalized rabbit articular chondrocytes by transfection with SV40 large T and little t encoding genes. At the 9th subculture, when the control culture was senescent, clones of polygonal cells appeared in the transfected cell cultures. Three clones have been selected and have been maintained in culture for two years. Growth curves of normal and SV40-transfected chondrocytes were compared and displayed similar doubling times (approximately 20 hours). The exponential phase of growth was longer for immortalized cells resulting in a 2-fold higher saturation density. These cells appear to be not fully transformed and maintain some properties of differentiated chondrocytes.(ABSTRACT TRUNCATED AT 250 WORDS)